THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN

The Position in April, 1917

The position was not, indeed, as bad as in April,
1917. In that month the loss of shipping amounted
to the colossal total of 853,000 tons. Admiral Sims
of the United States Navy has left it on record that
he was shown documents of our Admiralty at that
time 'disclosing the astounding fact that, unless the
appalling destruction of merchant tonnage which
was then taking place could be materially checked,
the unconditional surrender of the British Empire
would inevitably take place within a few months.*1
He also quoted the American Ambassador in Lon-
don, Mr. W. H. Page, as saying: 'What we are
facing is the defeat of Great Britain.'2 We were saved
from disaster then by the adoption of a system of
convoy, which had previously been condemned by
high naval authorities on the ground that merchant
vessels would not be able to keep station and that the
assemblage of shipping would attract the sub-
marines. The former of these objections was soon
proved to be unfounded, the avoidance of any
straggling being a surprising and pleasing feature of
the convoying experiment, but the other objection
appears in the present war to have been shown al-
ready to have some substance in it. Submarines
operating in large numbers have been able, it seems,
to stalk and attack convoys despite the efforts of the
escorting destroyers. The large convoys are an easier
quarry, too, for the aircraft, which have a better
chance of scoring a hit in such circumstances than
1 Admiral W. S. Sims, The Victory at Sea>v* 4* \
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